History of Contextualization by Guirguis, Youssry
Introduction
The concept of contextualization has played a great role in mission circles 
but has also stimulated a lot of debate in theological circles (Koschorke, 
Ludwig, Delgado, and Spliegart 2007:129). The term contextualization 
was coined in 1972 by Shoki Coe (Shenk 2005:206; Wheeler 2002:77-80)1 
as a technical term with regard to the field of missiology (Coe 1993:23; 
Rothenberg 2017:125)). Since contextualization as a word has been heat-
edly debated, it does not have a standard definition2 (Peters 2000:ix). 
Antony Billington adds that contextualization is a “notoriously slippery 
term” (2015:75) and that there is “massive theological disarray in the area” 
(Carson 1987:213). Contextualization has in one way or another replaced 
the traditional model known as indigenization; however, one should 
think twice before rejecting indigenous ideas or indigeneity and indi-
genization. Indigenization is “an attempt to make missionary Christianity 
‘native’ in cultural terms” (Koschorke et al. 2007:129; Mammo 1999; Suda 
2006; Akinsanya 1980),3 that is, “not a static concept” (Nicholls 2003:21). 
Indigenization is best defined as the “transfer of ownership into nation-
al hands. This transfer may include private actors as well as the state” 
(Chazan, Mortimer, Ravenhill, and Rothchild 1992:291).4 
Theological Education Fund
and Contextualization
After World War II, a movement crept towards the world of mis-
sion known as the reform of theological education (Ott 2016:17). From 
that point onward, the concept of theological education became part of the 
agenda of the International Missionary Council (IMC), 28 December 1957 
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Ghana (Gunther and Cook 2006:509; see also Sunquist 2013:42-302). The 
Theological Education Fund (TEF) was formed at that time by the assem-
bly of the IMC and played a significant role in addressing this challenge 
(Betz 2008:6; Allen 1960). Initially, the TEF was responsible for giving guide-
lines for the various programs of education and for ecumenical organiza-
tions. The establishment of the TEF led to the formation of three mandates. 
First Mandate
The launching of the First Mandate (1958-1964) encouraged academic 
training and formed infrastructures that would sustain the churches’ hi-
erarchy, such as leadership, faculty members, and improving libraries. It 
also focused on developing and strengthening indigenous theological ed-
ucation (Coe 1973:235). It further questioned whether or not the influence 
of Western standards had strengthened indigenous theological education 
(Palmer 2011:227). 
The First Mandate had for its theme “advance” (Klaus and Triplett 
1991:134) as most younger churches wrestled with the influence of the 
Western view of Christian ministry and theology upon indigenization. 
Those responsible for the implementation of the mandate were forced to 
revisit their presuppositions regarding how to do theology in the world. 
The board of trustees discussed three areas: structure (sociological issues), 
method (pedagogical issues), and content (theological issues). These three 
areas are discussed in the third mandate in a more detailed way. The first 
mandate discussed the structure, content, and method from the viewpoint 
of indigenization. Thus, the First Mandate focused on indigenization. 
Structure (Sociological Issues)
Concerning this issue, Lesslie Newbigin states: “The patterns of min-
istry, and therefore of ministerial formation, introduced by the western 
missions are now seen to have been the imposition of a style of leadership 
foreign to the cultures in which the church was being planted” (1997:104; 
see Laing 2009). The focus of the structure dealt with foreign missions 
who imposed foreign leadership styles and worship, which in turn, cre-
ated barriers between Western missions and indigenous people.  
Method (Pedagogical Issues)
The method that was used in the first mandate took language serious-
ly, where the dire need was to concentrate on developing theological edu-
cation in the vernacular languages. At that time, Newbigin disagreed with 
Bengt Sundkler (1961)5 because Sundkler was in favor of using the English 
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language as a medium of education. Newbigin records that to Sundkler 
the highest standards were to use the English language as a medium of 
education in theological matters before “returning to recover the proper 
primacy of the mother tongue” (Newbigin 1997:105). To Newbigin, the 
continuous use of the English language as a medium of education would 
create a negligence of education in the local languages. It suffices to say 
that using the English language as a medium of education would make 
indigenous foreigners in their local cultures. Men trained in their mother 
tongue are able to communicate the gospel effectively, competently, and 
most importantly, in a contextualized manner.  
Content (Theological Issues) 
The issue of using one’s mother tongue continued to be the focal point 
of the discussion in the first mandate. The method of education affected 
the content of education in general and in theology in particular. There was 
a danger of theological education being taught from a Western perspec-
tive rather than from one’s own local context or perspective. The major 
focus of the first mandate was the concept of indigenization.  
Second Mandate
 
The Second Mandate (1965-1969) was formed to reflect on the issues of defi-
nitions of excellence to be sought in theological education. Coe insisted that 
the aim should be to use resources so as to help teachers and students 
to a deeper understanding of the Gospel in the context of the par-
ticular cultural and religious setting of the Church, so that the Church 
may come to a deeper understanding of itself as a missionary commu-
nity sent into the world and to a more effectual encounter within the 
life of the society. (Coe 1973:236) 
The above line of thought led to a deeper investigation as to whether 
or not the gospel and culture reflected institutional theological educa-
tion. Tension between the gospel and culture if solved will lead to a great 
awareness of the mission of the church. Thus, it can be stated at this point 
that non-evangelicals have been early advocates of the concept of con-
textualization before the evangelicals themselves. Evangelicals may have 
been tardy and reluctant to address contextualization for fear that such an 
idea may be liberal in its theology; however, such fear was not to last for 
long (Standing 2013:169; Larkin 2009).6
The mandate further recommended the dire need to rethink theologi-
cal education based on an ecumenical understanding of both the gospel 
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and culture. Coe advocated “that kind of theological training which leads 
to a real encounter between the student and the Gospel in terms of his 
own forms of thought and culture, and to a living dialogue between the 
church and its environment” (Standing 2013:169). Paul Duane Matheny 
reflected on this thought and indicated that the purpose of theological 
training was to bring a transformative change among peoples who live in 
the Third World (2012:68). 
How should the church enculturate its faith when increasingly its field of 
mission is not just a single culture but a multi-faceted cultural mosaic? The 
different understanding between the gospel and culture has created a sub-
stantial role in the contextualization dispute. According to Coe, for the gospel 
and culture to be integrated, three things should emerge (Coe 1973:236).  
Christian Formation
Christian formation requires a commitment; it is a lifelong process that in-
volves an imitation of Christlikeness. “I have been crucified with Christ; and it 
is no longer I who live, but Christ lives in me; and the life which I now live in the 
flesh I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me, and delivered Himself up 
for me” (Gal 2:20). This takes place in a communal context “let us go on toward 
perfection” (Heb 6:1), which embraces a love for God and a love for humans.  
Christian formation, taking place within a communal context, is a life-
long process that brings explicit and implicit theology. Explicit theological 
formation happens when people are engrossed in thoughtful reflection on 
their experiences. Implicit theology takes place when we consider our “bib-
lical and theological precepts and our way of being” (Holeman 2012:33). 
Theological Formation
 To Wonsuk Ma, theological formation is the “shared process of the-
ology-making” (2018:243). “Have this attitude in yourselves which was 
also in Christ Jesus” (Phil 2:5). Theological formation is similar to that of 
ministerial information where learning takes place collectively.  
Ministerial Formation
To J. N. Kritzinger, ministerial formation “is a holistic formation of 
church members for ministry” (2010:212), which should be built on three 
pillars of intellectual (theological) insight, practical (ministry) skills, and 
personal spiritual growth. In other words, ministerial formation incor-
porates the academic, evangelistic, and spiritual features of formation. 
Church members are called to witness to the truth everywhere they go. 
“Have this attitude in yourselves which was also in Christ Jesus” (Phil 2:5).  
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The Uppsala Assembly of the World Council of Church (WCC) held in 
1968 emphasized renewal in mission (Goodall 1968). That year the IMC 
and WCC jointly worked on the theme Christians and People of Other Faiths, 
which aimed at involving all of creation in the world in reconciliation and 
unity in Christ Jesus (Lin 2002:220). The Second Mandate, while it focused 
on the reflection of theological issues in relation to the gospel and cul-
ture—through indigenization, still focused on the idea of indigenization 
(still supposed).  
The Third Mandate
The Third Mandate (1970-1977) and its Iranian chairman, Karekin 
Sarkissian (Coleman 1999:209) from the Armenian Orthodox Church, 
called on the TEF to assist especially those who were looking for meaning 
in the new secularizing context, to confront social injustice and to con-
textualize the biblical text to the receiving culture. The idea of contextu-
alization was first used in the Third Mandate to be applied to the area of 
“mission, theological approach, and educational method and structure” 
(Rin Ro 2007:104). As early as 1972, Coe, the director of the “new and col-
orful TEF team” and Aharon Sapsezian, the associate director, used a new 
word known as contextualization (Nicholls 2003:112). The TEF board of 
trustees at the time defined contextualization as “the capacity to respond 
meaningfully to the gospel within the framework of one’s own situation” 
(Hiebert 2002:225). 
The TEF in the Third Mandate discussed four major areas of contextu-
alization and linked each with a question. 
Missiological Contextualization
 
Missiological contextualization asked the question, “Is the seminary 
seeking to develop a style of training which focuses upon the urgent is-
sues of renewal and reform in churches and upon vital issues of human 
development and justice in its particular situation?” Thinking missio-
logically contains a process, which first considers the ecclesiology of the 
missionary or mission, followed by the second step, contextualization. 
Missiology helps reflects on and analyzes issues, while contextualiza-
tion is determined by the successful implementation of the missiological 
aspects. Fred W. McRae states that the missiological aspects reproduced 
on and examined result in showing the positive and negative features of 
contextualization (2011:213). Missiological Contextualization focuses on 
following six major tasks. 
Translation of the Scriptures: The first task of translating the Bible to the 
local languages is one of the missiological aspects that opened a new field 
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of written literature. It also added great influence to the growth of the 
Christian church and to understanding theology (Gruder 2013:17).7 Bible 
translation and linguistic study, for instance, enhanced people’s “ability 
to read the Bible in their native languages as well transforming their lan-
guages into writing” (Olofinjana 2010:16). Lamin Sanneh states that the 
translation of the Bible into various languages “created a paradigm that il-
luminates the way Christianity has been received and appropriated by the 
local culture” (1988:34). Bible translations have empowered local people 
to think indigenously while at the same time refraining from the canon-
ization of a particular culture. 
Language and culture are inseparable. Using one’s own vernacular 
language helps recover cultural identity (Gener 2009:192).8 Using one’s 
cultural background also enhances one’s own adaptability to use the local 
language. Bible translation into vernacular languages helped expand the 
work of the Christian Church throughout the world. Thus, the first task of 
missiological contextualization is to have the Scripture translated into the 
language the people understand best. 
Interpretation of the Scriptures: This second task has led people to have 
a deeper understanding of the gospel. It helped readers of the Bible come 
to a common understanding of vital truth and solved many challenging 
biblical questions. It took the believer to a higher realm of spiritual growth 
and a unique understanding of God’s Word (Hoare 2015:10-20). What 
Augustine suggests is worthy to mention: “One is able to speak more or 
less wisely to the extent that one has made progress in the holy scriptures. 
I don’t mean just reading them frequently and committing them to mem-
ory, but understanding them well and diligently exploring their senses, 
. . . to see into the heart of them with the eyes of the heart” (cited in Beeley 
2012:86). The aim of interpreting the Bible is not to learn what the biblical 
text says, though it is important; the focal point is to allow the Bible to 
transform and convert the reader to the love of God. 
Communication of the Gospel: The word communication seems to be simi-
lar to that of contextualization, where is hard to find a standard definition 
for (Hoban 1958:165).9 The first and foremost task of communication is 
to open individuals to the conviction of the Holy Spirit. There are vari-
ous ways in which one can communicate the gospel such as, orally, vi-
sually, through media, and publishing (Littlejohn 1992:4-413).10 Shane R. 
Colledge says that the communication of the gospel “will sometimes get a 
message through to those who would not normally respond to more ‘con-
ventional’ means” (2004:72). In other words, communicating the gospel 
is a vital and key issue in preaching the Word. One of the tasks that mis-
siological contextualization brought to the Christian world is the commu-
nication of the gospel in an understandable way. Communication must be 
culturally sensitive and biblically faithful. 
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Instruction of believers: The fourth task of contextualization is the in-
struction of believers. The language of the local people ought to be in a 
way which enables the learners to acquire competency in understand-
ing the Word of God. Contextualization of instruction is a contribution 
that comes to missiologists from the area of education, according to Lois 
McKinney (1984:311).
Incarnation of truth in the individual and corporate lives of believers: This 
fifth task has to do with the incarnation of truth, that is, not a mere theo-
logical description of what Christ has done on the cross; rather, it is the 
theological prescription of believers who ought to imitate the example of 
Christ. In other words, the message of a crucified Christ does not only pro-
claim God’s message of salvation but also portrays God’s method of com-
munication. The Scripture is “God’s method book of contextualization” 
(Love 2000:12). The incarnation of Christ is his self-disclosure and is the 
greatest example of missiological contextualization (Van Rheenen 2006:7). 
The New Testament gives believers a pattern for cultural adaptation; the 
incarnation of Christ is the ultimate form of contextualization (John 1:14). 
Systematization of the Christian Faith (i.e., Theologizing): The sixth task 
(Hesselgrave 1984:694) of missiological contextualization is to present the 
core teachings of the Christian faith in a balanced theology or a balanced 
Christian doctrine. Origen (end of the 3rd century) systematized Christian 
doctrines from creation to eschatology. The development of Christian doc-
trines should not be seen as a negative development (González 2015:120), 
but should systematize the Christian faith to fit the contemporary world 
with its challenges.  
Each of the above-mentioned tasks aims to bring relevance, reflection, 
to enhance, and to analyze the biblical text and to make its theology suit-
able in diverse cultures. These missiological contextualization tasks should 
encourage contextualization that is biblically faithful while being culturally 
relevant. The practice of contextualization should always keep in mind that 
faithfulness to biblical principles are basic to the process. Contextualization 
should never encourage a watering down of the biblical message.   
Structural Contextualization
 Is the church, school, or program seeking to develop a form and struc-
ture appropriate to the specific needs of its culture in its peculiar social, 
economic, and political situation? (Theological Education Fund 1972:31). 
Structural context is a crucial component of the contextualization model. 
The goal of structural contextualization is to rank higher those elements 
most vital to success in a given context. For instance, one specific element 
may have an important role to play, but the same element gains even more 
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meaning in its relation to other elements (Kunin 2004:13). The examination 
of that particular item, culturally and historically, cannot be done in isola-
tion of other items. Thus, if structural contextualization is taken into con-
sideration, then its value must be context specified. Structural contextu-
alization, therefore, seeks to develop a program or a structure applicable 
to the precise needs of the particular culture and its social, economic, and 
political situations. 
Theological Contextualization
 Theological contextualization asks whether the seminary is seeking to 
do theology in a biblically faithful and culturally appropriate way for its 
given situation. Does it offer an approach to theological training that seeks 
to relate the gospel more directly to urgent issues of ministry and service 
in its particular cultural setting? Does it move out of its own milieu in 
its expression of the gospel? Theological contextualization proceeds from 
the understanding “that theology must not only be rooted in the biblical 
story, it must also engage the concrete (local) realities in which Christians 
find themselves” (Gener 2009:192). Contextualized theology involves two 
models: inculturation and revolution. The term model is used to refer to 
the conceptual approach to contextualization. Both terms carry different 
nuances and suggest that only these two models qualify as contextual the-
ologies (Masuku 2009:45). 
Inculturation Model: This model traces its origin to Joseph Masson SJ, a 
Belgian Jesuit theologian who thought that theology needs to be relevant 
to cultures due to the challenges arising from cultural disparities. Masson, 
who was a professor at the Gregorian University in Rome, first introduced 
the term inculturation to the Roman Catholic missiological discussion in 
the eve of the Second Vatican in 1962 (1962:1038, see also Udoye 2011:276). 
The terms inculturation and Areopagus models are used interchangeably; 
the Areopagus model was also reaffirmed by the Second Vatican Council 
(1962-65) (Ucerler 2016:44). Inculturation is concerned with explaining the 
message in the language people understand best. Ciril J. Kuttiyanikkal 
defines inculturation as “a process of integration of the Christian faith into 
local [a] culture or cultures” (2014:74). Similarly, Anscar J. Chupungco 
said it is “the process of inserting the texts and rites of the liturgy into 
the framework of the local culture” (1992:30). In other words, people’s 
thought, value, language, symbols, rituals, and patterns assimilate into 
the rites and the text. 
Revolutionary Model: This model necessitates a new way of “doing 
theology which grows out of a clearly definable set of presuppositions” 
and hermeneutics (Hesselgrave and Rommen 2000:92). The revolutionary 
model is similar to liberation, politics, and minjung theologies, which are 
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considered a theology of the post-Christian era. A revolutionary model 
distances itself from the development of theology that has to do with evo-
lution and reform. 
Theology done in a revolutionary way is branded as unorthodox and 
heretical and is sometimes barred by church authorities. It speaks against 
tradition and hence is criticized for “serving the ideology of the ruling 
class” (Moltmann 2010:61). 
Contextualization takes notice of the plurality that exists in churches, 
while at the same time calling for a missionary focus in all theologies, 
contrary to the static and detached understanding of theologies. The local 
theology of a particular church or congregation gives rise to contextual 
theologies in different places around the globe. Theology must be indi-
genized or contextualized. I like the words of Wilbert R. Shenk who said 
that there is a need for indigenization or contextualization from without 
and from within. Indigenization or contextualization to Shenk “does not 
necessarily mean without borrowing from outside as long as the outcome 
is one suitable to and understood by the people; it rings true in that time 
and place” (1999:78). 
Pedagogical Contextualization 
Is the seminary a school seeking to develop a type of theological train-
ing which in its approach attempts to understand the educational process 
as a liberating danger of elitism and authoritarianism in both the methods 
and the goals of its program to release the potential of a servant ministry? 
Is it sensitive to the widespread gap between the academic and the practi-
cal? (Slackhouse 1988:235). 
Pedagogical contextualization emphasizes that learning becomes effec-
tive when it is fashioned by the context, culture, and tools in the learn-
ing environment. Teachers need to respect the unique personality of each 
student and at the same time develop the potential of each one consider-
ing the ideas and cultural contexts. Pedagogical contextualization was a 
critical factor in the teaching ministry of Christ “that reflected who his 
students were, where they were from, and where they were going” (Lee 
2017:21). For that reason, Hee Kap Lee and Ivy Yee-Sakamoto suggest a 
model of contextualized pedagogy comprising three phases: de-contextu-
alization, contextualization, and re-contextualization (2017:64). 
De-contextualization/Entextualization: De-contextualization implies en-
textualization, which “refers to the substitution of one object for another” 
(Hughes 2010:76). According to Amy Shuman, de-contextualization “re-
fers to the creation of written texts that can be understood by audiences 
unfamiliar with the contextual details familiar to the author” (2006:117).11 
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De-contextualization focuses on language and the use of language con-
tributing to the “pragmatic enrichment of underspecified meaning, en-
textualization (Fetzer and Oishi 2011:2), where it takes the person to his 
communicative task and describes how such a message is related to con-
text. Decontextualization is best explained as referring to thinkers who 
are willing to treat the cognitive unit in isolation from background infor-
mation. It functions opposite to that of contextualization; whereas con-
textualization contains “extra-unit connectedness.” Decontextualization, 
on the other hand, includes “extra-unit separateness” (Berry 2012:337). 
According to Yair Lior, decontextualization takes place on multiple levels: 
cognitive, metaphysics, and ethics. The cognitive level focuses on formal 
logic, that is, free from any relationships; it integrates concepts and ideas. 
The metaphysical level concentrates on cosmological structures and ob-
jects. In the domain of ethics or the deontological ethics, decontextual-
ization is directed towards “categorical rules of conduct in which one’s 
unique context of operation is subordinated to a universal and constant 
moral rationalism” (Loir 2015:74). 
Contextualization: This model of pedagogical contextualization main-
tains the value of transmitting the gospel message, while being cognizant 
of the cultural background and realizing that culture plays a vital role in 
the process of contextualization. The model emphasizes the “dialogical 
nature and the changing nature of experience, and culture” (Lee 2015:12). 
Ultimately, this model is an ongoing movement with regard to its theo-
logical implications. It focuses on the good and the valuable aspect of hu-
man culture and context. 
Re-Contextualization: Re-contextualization “presents wording from bib-
lical texts without [an] explicit statement or implication that the words 
‘stand written’ anywhere else” (Robbins 1996:48). It is mainly found in 
narratives or in attributed speech. Re-contextualization in a narrative 
(Mark 15:24) states: “And they crucified Him, and divided up His gar-
ments among themselves, casting lots for them, to decide what each 
should take.” The biblical text is re-contextualized from Psalm 22:18: 
“They divide my garments among them, And for my clothing they cast 
lots” (48, 49). 
As for attributed speech, John 2:16 states, “and to those who were sell-
ing the doves. 
He said, “Take these things away; stop making My Father’s house a 
house of merchandise.” “And there will no longer be a Canaanite in the 
house of the LORD of hosts in that day” (Zech 14:21b). The result from the 
two texts is that there are not any paraphrased expressions in the words of 
Jesus, thus, re-contextualization is implied in the words of Jesus without 
any indication that they are from another text. 
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A re-contextualization process is bi-directionally semiotic, in other 
words, one form of semiotic construction is re-contextualized with re-
spect to the second form of semiosis (the mathematical symbolism), and 
vice versa. The linguistic text is also part of the re-contextualization pro-
cess making mathematics and science multi-directionally semiotic. There 
is room for such “bi-directional” and “multi-directional” re-contextual-
ization processes. The directedness of the re-contextualization process in 
mathematics leads to what could be called a strong grammatical intercon-
nectivity (O’Halloran 2009:221. The moving of one item from its social 
context to another context is called re-contextualization (Gross 2001:143). 
Five Stages of Contextualized Pedagogy: There are five stages of contextu-
alized pedagogy: First, Inspiring Learning by Asking Essential Questions. 
This phase aims at asking essential questions, which require a higher 
thinking skill, such as analysis, synthesis, and evaluation. 
Essential questions help to develop the ability of students “to sustain 
inquiry and critical thinking, which is also at the heart of the skills, dispo-
sitions, responsibilities, and self assessment” (Brown 2007:27). K. Brown 
lists the following benefits of asking essential questions. First, essential 
questions encourage multiple perspectives. Second, they connect learn-
ing with personal experience. Third, they address overarching themes. 
Fourth, they foster lifelong learning (27).12 These essential questions pro-
mote learning from active participation to gradual learning to finding con-
clusions to questions. 
Second, contextualized pedagogy facilitates situated learning expe-
riences This second phase discusses the learning experiences that are 
situated in culture, language, and the background of the learner. Most 
challenges in learning become visible when separating what is learned 
from how it is learned and implemented. “Situations might be said to co-
produce knowledge through activity. Learning and cognition, it is now 
possible to argue, are fundamentally situated” (Brown, Duguid, and Saks 
1989:32). Jesus’ teaching methods were culturally situated; he used stories 
about casting seeds, birds, lilies, vineyards, and fig trees. Jesus knew the 
cultural background when teaching first century Israelites and Gentiles. 
The teacher today is encouraged to use lessons that are culturally relevant 
and memorable to the listeners. 
Third, contextualized pedagogy allows learners to explore hypotheses. 
This third stage focuses on learners testing hypotheses regarding how a 
language works, particularly when trying to solve linguistic problems. 
Jack Mezirow calls this process perspective transformation (1991:45). Jean 
Piaget describes this phase as disequilibrium in which the human mind 
allows discontinuity that produces a strong motivation to learn (1985:72). 
Learners at this stage “can regain equilibrium by either adding new 
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information and facts into their present schema, or by accepting new ideas 
and changing their prior schema” (Lee 2010:78). Thus, learners need to be 
inquisitive to change old ideas and beliefs and to enhance the new ideas 
that can only be gained through deep reflection and insight.  
Fourth, contextualized pedagogy encourages learners to transfer ap-
plications. The basic purpose of this phase is to encourage learners to ap-
ply the lessons gained during the course of study. For this to take place, 
three academic goals should be implemented: First, learners need to ac-
quire knowledge and skills. Second, learners should make meaning of 
the content learned. Third, learners need to be creative enough to transfer 
their learning to a new environment (Broad 1999:xi). Practical applications 
of the lessons learned are the goal of contextualized pedagogy. 
Fifth, contextualized pedagogy has the potential to transform society 
in a community. The final stage stressed the fact that learners undergo, 
as Shannon Sullivan calls it, a “co-constitutive process” (2001:1), where 
static learning is not encouraged but rather dynamic and transformational 
learning that calls for a change is needed. In other words, the co-constitu-
tive process sees that all “participants are transformed through their ac-
tion in the community” (Lee 2010:80). In a nutshell, this kind of learning is 
called “a community of practice,” as the anthropologist Jean Lave coined 
it in 1991 (Lave and Wenger 1991:32). 
Three characteristics, should define this community of practice. First, 
the domain, that should be shared among its members; second, it must 
have a community where interaction, discussion, and sharing of ideas 
among members is applied; and third, the practice should be the domain 
that encourages practitioners with resources, experiences, and tools to be 
used to enhance the mission (Saks, Hoccoun, and Belcourt 2010:47). This 
principle advocates for the total participation of the people for mission. 
It improves not only contextualized pedagogy but also organizes perfor-
mance and develops skills. For that reason, the community of practice prin-
ciple has been embraced by institutions all over the world. 
Summary
This article sought to explain the history of contextualization, the term 
coined by Coe in 1972. The formation of the TEF in 1957 played an impor-
tant role in discussing the concept. Three mandates were launched: the 
first mandate (1958-1964) concentrated on the idea of indigenization. The 
second mandate (1965-1969) focused on theological education based on 
an ecumenical understanding of both the gospel and culture, with indi-
genization still its focus. The third mandate (1970-1977) discussed for the 
first time the concept of contextualization. Consequently, four major areas 
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of contextualization were the focus of the TEF: missiological, structural, 
theological, and pedagogical contextualization.  
Each of the aforementioned phases aimed to bring a relevance to contex-
tualization without watering down the biblical message. Contextualization 
in and of itself is not the challenge; the greatest challenge is when contex-
tualization is used to pave the way for Christians to bring about internal 
variances in their respective contexts. Indigenization or contextualization 
as stated above should be practiced from both without and from within. 
Theology should be re-rooted and re-routed in every local culture where 
it goes. 
Notes
1Shoki Coe (20 August 1914–8 October 1988) was a Chinese minister of the 
Presbyterian Church in Taiwan. He is also known under his Chinese name Huang 
Chang-hui. He is widely known for his coinage of the concept of “contextualizing 
theology,” later better known as “contextual theology,” which argues for theol-
ogy’s need to respond to the sociopolitical concerns of a local context. He died of 
lung cancer in England at the age of 74. For further information see Shank 2005:206 
and Wheeler 2002:77-80. 
2Some of the definitions that have been attempted are: “Contextualization 
means tailoring the gospel presentation for a particular context or culture (see 
McRae 2011:3). “How the gospel revealed in Scripture authentically comes to life in 
each new cultural, social, religious and historical setting” (see Flemming 2995:296). 
May defines contextualization as “The message (or the resulting church) is defined 
by Scripture but shaped by culture” (2005:346-352). “The process whereby Chris-
tians adapt the forms, content, and praxis of the Christian faith so as to communi-
cate it to the minds and hearts of people with other cultural backgrounds. The goal 
is to make the Christian faith as a whole—not only the message but also the means 
of living out our faith in the local setting—understandable” (see Moreau 20012:36). 
“Presenting the supracultural message of the gospel in culturally relevant terms.” 
3The term indigenization is used interchangeably with nationalization, see 
Mammo 1999: 27-29; Suda, 2006:73160, and Akinsanya 1980:7-9. 
4John Coates and Mel Gray suggest six aspects of indigenization: (1) West is 
best reflects the awkwardness of fit in directly applying a Western treatment model 
to another non-Western Context; (2) awareness of context wherein good social work 
practice is about ‘being where the client is’ and issues relating to the ‘goodness 
of fit’ with service provision and the needs of clients; (3) the cultural construction 
of social work practice involves understanding that social work is a culturally con-
structed profession and the need to unpack this; (4) learning by doing and using 
local knowledge includes making pragmatic judgements as to ‘what works’ in ap-
plying knowledge in everyday practice; (5) reflexivity was defined as ‘continuing 
reflection in evaluating both process and outcomes;’ and (6) the thread of creativity 
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was woven by practitioners with intellectual inventiveness and imagination. See 
Coates and Gray 2016:17.
5Sundkler (May 7, 1908-5, 1995) was one of the pioneer scholars who involved 
systematic study of what later became popularized as Auxiliary Conference Inter-
preter (ACIs). His crucial study ended in a monograph Bantu Prophets in South Af-
rica. He was a Swedish-Tanzanian church historian, missiologist, professor, and 
bishop of Bukoba (a city situated on the southern shores of Lake Victoria in the 
United Republic of Tanzania).  
6In 1974 the relationship between the Gospel and culture began to be ques-
tioned by Lausanne Congress on World Evangelization. This has caused evangeli-
cal theologians in 1978 to look into the issue from the lines of contextualization. 
The Congress explored the topic of “The Gospel, Contextualization, and Syncre-
tism.” See Larkin 2009:150-151; 174-175. 
7The Septuagint translation, a Greek version of the Hebrew OT was written 
between 250-132 BC. That was considered the basic Scripture of the Apostles. The 
Latin Vulgate in the late 4th century AD by Jerome played an important role as 
well. For further information regarding the impact of the Bible translations on the 
world see Greider 2013:17-320. The translation of the Bible into Ilonggo in Negros 
Occidental resulted in having the highest percentage of Seventh-day Adventist 
members in the Philippines. Philip C. Stine reports about Bishop Danny C. Arichea 
Jr. of the Methodist church in the Philippines described that the translation of the 
Bible into Ilocano led to a growth in the number of Bible study groups throughout 
the Methodist church (Stine 2004:6). 
8Regarding language learning and the realization of two challenging cultural 
identities: “Who am I when I speak this language?” and second “How am I me 
when I speak this language?” See Liddicoat and Scarino 2013:1-121.  
9Some of the definitions that have been attempted are: “Communication is the 
verbal interchange of a thought or idea.” See Hoban 1958:165-171. “The process 
that links discontinuous parts of the living world to one another.” See Ruesch 
2012:12. 
10For a comprehensive survey of different ways in which theorists under-
stand communication, see Littlejohn 1992:4-413.  
11Other definitions of decontextualization are: It is “the deliberate process 
of extracting experience-based and procedural-based knowledge from its client 
and project-specific contexts, to combine and reconfigure it with the pre-existing 
knowledge base in order to develop new knowledge products.” See Cooke, De 
Laurentis, MacNeill, and Collinge 2010:191. “Decontextualized definition of a 
term and applying it into the law, even though they were couched in more lexico-
graphic terms.” See Harris and Hutton 2010:182.  
12The Bible is filled with essential questions asked by Jesus in the NT. “Did 
you not know that I had to be in My Father’s house?” (Luke 2:49). “How long 
shall I stay with you?” (Matt 17:17). “Do you believe this?” (John 11:25-26). “Who 
touched my clothes” (Mark 5:30). 
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